Employment patterns and their effect on health outcomes among women with rheumatoid arthritis followed for 7 years.
To evaluate the effect of employment on health outcomes in a sample of women with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) and to test the hypothesis that employment confers a health benefit to women. Seven hundred sixty women with a diagnosis of RA were recruited from a national random sample of private rheumatology practices in 1988, and 416 remained in the study after 7 years of followup in 1994. Women were interviewed each year by telephone to collect data on demographic variables, health status, and employment status. Clinical data were provided by referring physicians. Most women (175, 42%) were not employed outside the home 1988-94, although 96 of those women (23% of the sample) had been employed previously. Twenty-seven percent (n = 112) were employed all 7 years and 31% (n = 129) had been employed between one and 6 years. Women who were employed had significantly better health outcomes measured by pain, disability, role functioning, and clinical status compared to those who were never employed and those who had been employed before the study. Women who were previously employed, but not employed during the study period experienced the worst health outcomes. This difference in health status, however, appeared before entry into this study. Employed women with RA had better health status than women who were not employed outside the home. Previously employed women had worse health outcomes than both working women and women who were never employed, suggesting that loss of employment is associated with worse health. Further research is needed to investigate underlying factors contributing to worse health status among unemployed women and to better health among employed women.